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above-ground biomass and a 
20-fold increase in plant cover 
by Artemesia frigida, a common 
shrubby plant of some North 
American and Asian grasslands. 
This carbon dioxide induced 
enhancement of plant growth, 
among the highest so far 
reported, provides evidence from 
a native grassland that rising 
carbon dioxide levels since the 
onset of industrial times may have 
been contributing to the observed 
shrubland expansions over the 
past 200 years. “Encroachment 
of shrubs into grasslands is 
an important problem facing 
rangeland managers and 
ranchers; this process replaces 
grasses, the preferred forage of 
domestic livestock, with species 
that are unsuitable for domestic 
grazing,” the authors conclude.
And ecologists have little 
to cheer too. This species is 
considered one of the least 
desirable for wildlife, used only 
occasionally by pronghorn and 
elk. It is known only to be an 
important food source for sage 
grouse. The researchers, working 
on the western edge of the Great 
Plains, believe more work is now 
needed to see whether other 
parts of these grasslands may be 
susceptible to similar changes.
Vulnerable: A new study finds the grass species in a Colorado plot threatened by 
woody plants under conditions of raised atmospheric carbon dioxide. (Photograph: © 
David Crockett/Alamy.)Calling long 
distance
Mobile phone technology has 
spread around the human 
world at astonishing speed 
with ever more services in ever 
more remote regions available 
and in use. Researchers have 
also been considering the 
potential uses for this new 
global technology resource.
Those working in the field 
of animal vocalizations and 
communications have been 
one of the first groups to 
take an interest. There is a 
long history of work using 
playback techniques to relay 
pre- recorded animal sounds 
in the field to determine 
behavioural responses to these 
sounds.
But one of the problems is 
that conventional recording 
and broadcasting equipment 
is expensive and cumbersome 
for ambitious field 
experiments. Could some of 
these problems be overcome 
with the use of mobile phone 
technology and their ever 
expanding networks?
Work with two species of 
North American owls suggests 
the answer may be yes.
Dale Joachim and Eben 
Goodale at the Media 
laboratory at MIT considered 
the potential advantages of 
mobile phone technology 
for such remote playback 
experiments. They highlight the 
potential benefits: less human 
disturbance, convenient 
access at all times and the 
capability of large networks to 
simultaneously monitor many 
animals at the same time.
While researchers 
have begun to use the 
technology to track animals, 
it has been assumed that 
the signal- to- noise ratio with 
mobile phones was too great 
for vocalisation experiments.
Reporting in Biology Letters 
of the Royal Society (published 
online), the researchers 
compared the ability of 
mobile phones to survey owl 
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What turned you on to biology 
in the first place? In high 
school I thought biology and Dialled up: New research has discovered that sounds emitted by mobile phones 
could be recognised by owls (Barred owl (Strix varia), here) and their responses 
recorded too. (Photograph: © David Hosking/Alamy).chemistry were old fashioned 
and boring areas of study. I 
loved mathematics and music, 
yet because of a lack of talent a 
career as a musician was out of 
reach. So eventually I decided to 
study medicine at the University 
of Munich. I developed some 
passion for cardiology and 
radiology and wondered whether 
I should go into clinical medicine, 
but I also loved the biochemistry 
courses. I was impressed that 
the soon- to- retire director of 
the institute, Theodor Bücher, 
a student of Otto Warburg, 
personally taught the practical 
biochemical course to medical populations, which is a common 
application of conventional 
playback technology 
experiments.
They found that owls were 
equally responsive to sounds 
played by mobile phone to 
those broadcast from a CD via 
conventional equipment. In 11 
out of 18 trials using mobile 
phone sounds owls responded, 
compared with 10 out of 18 trials 
with conventional techniques.
The researchers then looked 
further at the nine locations 
where owls responded to both sources of sound. They found no 
difference in the response time 
of the birds to both sources of 
sound.
“Our data demonstrate that 
cellular telephony is a viable 
method of remote playback for 
certain applications,” the authors 
write. But they do caution about 
the range of sounds that can 
be transmitted and recorded. 
The phone systems have been 
optimized for the perception 
of humans which may create 
problems with higher frequency 
sounds used by other species.
